Introduction
Over the past several years South Africa has awarded significant funding to the eradication of alien invasive plants, particularly through the Working for Water Programme (WfW) of the government (Van Wilgen et al., 2000) . In addition, invasive plant eradication has also attracted the attention of policy-makers and politicians, including the then president of the country (Environment Writer, 2000) .
The control of alien organisms must indeed count as one of the biggest success stories of science advocacy in South Africa, as the WfW Programme has now been extended to cover several related issues, including Working on Fire (Anon., not dated; Preston, 2009) .
The Cactaceae have contributed several invasive species that have transformed large areas of South Africa's natural landscape (Henderson, 1995) . The largest number of such taxa in this near-endemic New World family issue from the genus Opuntia Mill. No fewer than 10 species of this predominantly Mexican and continental North American genus are currently listed as category 1 invaders in South Africa (Henderson, 2001 ). These species were largely introduced for use as ornamentals or as sources of fodder or fruit (Henderson & Anderson, 1966; Brutsch & Zimmermann, 1993) . The Cactaceae were treated for the Flora of Southern Africa project (Obermeyer, 1976) , but this volume was published over 30 years ago, and the nomenclature of Opuntia and its constituent species have seen considerable changes since then. The treatment of the cactus family for the most recent approximation of the checklist of South African plants (Germishuizen et al., 2006 ) is now similarly outdated. At present 12 species (13 taxa) of Opuntia are accepted as occurring naturalised in the country (Walters et al., in press), which is the treatment followed here (Table 1) . One species in particular, O. ficusindica (L.) Mill., contributed extensively to rendering large parts of the arid karroid interior of South Africa virtually useless for agricultural purposes about 100 years ago. Although products derived from the species are widely used and consumed, even in its adopted country (see for example Zimmermann & Zimmermann, 1987; Velázquez, 1998) , biological control has fortunately succeeded in largely ridding the landscape of O. ficus-indica (see e.g. Zimmermann et al., 2004) . However, several other Opuntia species have since been recorded as becoming established in the country (Henderson, 1995; Hoffman et al., 1999) . This paper reports on Opuntia microdasys (Lehm.) Pfeiff., which is here recorded from several parts of South Africa, where it has the potential to move from being naturalised to becoming, by definition (Colautti & MacIsaac, 2004; Pyšek et al., 2004) , invasive. Unfortunately, this species is not known to be adversely affected by the larvae of the moth Cactoblastis cactorum (Soberon et al., 2001) , the biocontrol agent which so spectacularly brought various cacti under control in, inter alia, South Africa and Australia. For the first time a description of the species as it occurs in South Africa is provided.
Opuntia microdasys as an emerging invasive plant
Opuntia microdasys is a favourite to cultivate, especially by beginner cactophiles; plants are accordingly distributed widely in cultivation throughout South Africa. It is exceedingly easy to propagate, especially from cuttings (Smith, 2006; Smith & Crouch, 2009) . Pads detached at the joint or constriction between segments are simply placed erect in, or flat atop the soil where they are intended to grow. When so treated, these stem sections strike root easily, and grow rapidly into small to medium-sized clumps consisting of a dense network of oval-shaped to round pads. Such colonies have been observed near Graaff-Reinet in the Great Karoo (Figures 1 and 2 ), for example, where plants established after having seemingly been discarded from domestic gardens. Although popular amongst cactus growers the irritating glochids of this spineless species often prove as unpleasant, or more so, than the spines of many other cacti. Consequently, cultivated plants are often removed by gardeners and inappropriately disposed of through dumping. Long range seed dispersal is possibly effected by birds, in the same manner that O. ficus-indica in the Karoo is dispersed by crows (Dean & Milton, 2000) . The red to purplish-red fruits -one-celled berries -of O. microdasys carry numerous small, black seeds embedded in the fleshy matrix and are eaten by birds that drop seeds in the veld. However, the role of sexual reproduction in the dispersal of O. microdasys in South Africa requires further investigation given that this species is reportedly fully self-incompatible (Piña et al., 2007) and that in any event, seedling recruitment of some opuntias can be be very poor (one seedling established per 3 million seeds produced by O. rastrera F.A.C.Weber in habitat) following vertebrateincluding avian -frugivory (Montiel & Montaña, 2000) . Further, in its Mexican habitat fruit abortion in O. microdasys is prevalent, although aborted fruits are able to root and produce new plants (Piña et al., 2007) . Evans et al. (2004) considered the force needed to detach terminal stem segments of 15 opuntias and 10 cylindropuntias, and their propensity for subsequent establishment. They were able to demonstrate that those species with large numbers of stem segments along each stem rely mostly on sexual reproduction whilst those with fewer stem segments rely mostly on asexual reproduction via rooting of detached stem segments. These authors found O. microdasys to be adapted well to vegetative reproduction, with stem segments breaking off relatively easily and 85% of these establishing. In view of the above it is likely that in South Africa humans are presently the most effective current dispersal agent, of vegetative propagules in the form of stem segments.
Plants of O. microdasys remain shrub-like for many years, becoming miniature tree-like in appearance, although they never attain a height greater than 1 m. The pale green flattened pads are comparatively small and lack the rather long, prominent spines that most opuntias bear. However, the areoles carry a multitude of small, barbed glochids that are arranged in dense bundles over the entire surface of the stem segments. These glochids easily get stuck in clothing, skin, and the fur of animals. They are known to cause severe dermatitis and intense irritation of the eyes (Whiting & Bristow, 1975 horticultural forms are found with white, brown or yellow glochids (Smith & Van Wyk, 2008) , but only the yellow form has so far become naturalized in South Africa (Figure 3) .
Plants take many years to reach flowering maturity, after which delicate, bright yellow flowers are carried in the summer months.
Opuntia microdasys (Lehm.) Pfeiff. in Enum. Diagn. Cact.: 154 (1837) . Borg: 82-83 (1963) ; Britton & Rose: 120-121; (1963); Backeberg: 368 (1977) 268-269, pl. 28 (1908) .
Much-branched, shrubby succulent perennial, erect to spreading, in time becoming tree-like, up to 1.0 m tall. Stem segments (pads) pale green, brighter green when young, round to oval-shaped, (Anderson, 2001; Smith, 2006) . 'Nopal cegador' means 'blinder cactus'. The reason for this name is that the glochids can be blown by the wind into the eyes of livestock, blinding them (Conrad, 2007) .
Distribution in South Africa:
The species has been recorded in the provinces of Gauteng, Western Cape and Eastern Cape (Germishuizen et al., 2006) . Early citings are especially from the Prince Albert district where plants were spreading from unkept gardens at ruined homesteads (Milton & Dean, 1987 (Henderson, 2001) . This latter species is also present in at least one country neighbouring South Africa, Botswana (Tibe et al., 2008) .
Origin:
The species has a wide geographical distribution range in the Chihuahuan Desert of Méx-ico, and has been recorded from Chihuahua, Coahuila, Durango, Guanajuato, Hidalgo, Jalisco, Nuevo León, Querétaro, San Luis Potosí, Tamaulipas, Zacatecas (Hunt et al., 2006) .
